IX. THE PRE-MODERN PERIOD

In our chapter on “Hebrew in the Diaspora” we commented on
the striking analogy between the use of Hebrew as a written
language by medieval Jews and the employment of classical
languages as writicn but not spoken idioms by other peoples in
the same period. This situation, which is apparently character-
istic of medieval society, gradually changed among the peoples
of Europe from the 14th century onwards. In one country after
another, the use of Latin was increasingly abandoned, and the
spoken language introduced into ever new spheres of use. While
thus being raised to the status of an official, written language,
the spoken tongues underwent a change: they absorbed thou-
sands of Latin words or formed new words which were exact
translations of Latin ones, and their syntax, too, was deeply
influenced by the involved and long-winded sentence structure
of Latin as it was written in the Middle Ages. The advancement
of the spoken language started in the west, in England and
France, and thence spread eastwards and southwards, until it
reached the Balkans in the 19th century. Many signs point to
a close connection of this change in language habits with the
rise of national states and the beginnings of nationalism in its
modern sense, as also with the emergence of an industrial eco-
nomy. This stands to reason, for the modern industrial state is
in need of constant and efficient communication with its citizens,
and general literacy is a necessary condition for industry, army,
and the multifarious governmental bureaucracy. Be this as it
may, a firm linkage emerged in Europe between nationalism
and language; the national tongue became a central factor in
the struggle of European nations for their national independence.

It is even possible to recognize certain stages in the process
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by which the national languages achieved a separate identity,
stages that appear in various countries at different times. One
of these is a tremendous burst of savage creative energy, a kind
of linguistic Baroque. This is represented most blatantly in the
writings of Rabelais in France and in a less extreme form in
those of Shakespeare and his contemporaries in England. This
stage is everywhere followed by “classicism,” a careful restric-
tion of the vocabulary and syntactic structures of the language.
The Jews did not take part in this linguistic revolution, for
several reasons. For one, in those very countries where the pro-
cess began, there were no Jews at the time; they had been ex-
pelled in the 13th century. The vast majority of Jews lived in
countries which were reached only late by the wave of na-
tionalism and the idea of a national language. But even then
the Jews could not very well adapt the idea of nationalism to
their own purposes, being a minority scattered all over the
place, and without any hope for a state of their own. As for
changing their written Hebrew for the languages spoken by the
Jews, this would have led to the loss of Jewish national unity,
and in the countries of Western and Central Europe would per-
force have removed an essential cultural barrier between Jew
and non-Jew and led to assimilation, as indeed was the case
from the 18th century onwards in every Jewish community
that abandoned writing in Hebrew and began to conduct its
cultural and religious life in the language of its host-nation. As
it happened, the new national states assisted the forces working
for Jewish self-preservation by imprisoning the Jews in ghettos
and barring their access to scientific and cultural progress.!
Yet, just as there were some short-lived ouibursts of a mes-
sianic-nationalist spirit among Jews (Joseph Nassi, David Reu-
beni, the movement of Sabbethai Zevi), so there were some
peculiarly Jewish reflections of the linguistic revolution, viz,,
the emergence of exclusively Jewish spoken, and to some extent
written, languages. Until the end of the Middle Ages the Jews,

1 For a discussion of this period, see Jacob Katz, Tradition and Crisis:
Jewish Society at the End of the Middle Ages (Chicago, 1961).






